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Adul t=Child Interaction Patterns - 2
An Apalysis of Adult-Child Interaction Patterns
in Three-Generational Black h-uua‘

Abatragt

The results of contingency table analyses on four types of dlack families
are pressnted. BRight families from a current sample of 30 families wvho have
been filmed at four different evening meals are discussed as case studies.
Two families chosen from each oell of a 2 x 2 factorial design consisting of
family structure (one vs. two parents) by grandmother's domicile (living with
ve. living avay from the family unit) were coded for the frequency which
fsnily members spoke to each other. These fresquencies were used to computs
conditional probabilities which represent the likelihood of a partiocular
fanily member interacting. The most significant findings were (1) a
homogsneous intersotion pattern in which the child(rern) and adult(s) had an
equal opportunity to converse with one another; (2) a dyadic asymmetric
interaction pattern in which adults talked more frequently to each other than
to the child(ren); and (3) a focal asymsetric interaction pattern in which a
single adult or an only child spoke first and second more often than the other
fanily members. Overall, the functiomal relationships of sdult-child
interaction patterns in black families have several inplications for the
socialization of black children., While the generality of these results are

1imited due to mature of a case study, it does suggest important hypotheses
which will be ipvestigated in the lirger study.
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Recently, the emphasis in unot‘fllﬂ.! ressarch has ochanged from the
impact of parental abssnce on child developsent to the impact of the kin-help
netvork on onild development (Bale, 1982; MoAdoo, 1980; Xellam, Bnsminger, &
Turper, 1977, 1980; Wilson, 1983). This change not only represents a shift
from a concentration on dysfunctionality/pathology of dblack families to a
foous on strength/resiliency of bdlack families (Allen, 1978; Martin & Martin,
1978), but also it represents a contridution to our understanding of the
positive influence of support metworks on dlack families (McAdoo, 1978, 1980;
Wilson, 1984).

Single parent fanily units have b‘on a persistent phencmenon in the black
conmsunity. Past and present demographical reports have indicated that black
families have concistently had the highest incidences of single parent family
units in the United States. Currently, the incidences of single parent
feanilies are 30% of white families, 33% of moa~-white sthnic families, and 40%
of dlack families. These high rates reflect both the relative and general
concern which this familial composition and structure ocould bave on the
development of Amerioan children.

A phencmenon which is juxtaposed to the high incidence of single parent
families involves the reliance of bdleck families on their extended family for
child care assistance (MchAdoo, 1978; Wilson, 1984). BResearch has shown that
for the black single parent family, grandparents, uncles and aunts, siblirgs,
cousins and even fictive kin often ssrve as surrogate parents in the reering
of young childrer (Martin & Martin, 1978; MoAdoo, 1978; Wilson, 1983).

Several studies indicated that single perent families were .non involved in an
extended family network than dual parent families (Colletta, 1981; Molanehan,
Wedemeyer, & Adelberg, ?981; Wiison, 1984). Colletta (1981) indicated that

the extended family network was relied upon sore frequently for social support
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and childeare in single plron.f.a than dual parents. Wilson (1984) found that
grandmothers were perceived as supporting nnd snocouraging children, expecting
child competence, setting and reinforoing dehavioral lismits, and restricting
child behavior to greater degrees when she lived with her single daughter than
when she lived in the community.

Kellsm and his associates (Kellam, BEnsminger, & Turner, 1977; Kellanm,
Adans, Brown, & Ensminger, 1982) have suggested that one important
contridbution of these familial and friendship petworks is their impact on the
mother's feelings of aloneness. Scocial networks reduce thess feelings of
alononess bty (a) providing the mother and children with altermstive sources of
intisacy and emotional support (Kellam, Ensminger, & Turner, 1977; MclLanahan,
Vedemeyer, & Adelberg, 1980); (b) assisting the mother in the provision of
parental tasks (Kellam, Adams, Brown, & Enssinger, 1982; MclLanahan, Vedemeyer,
& Adelderg, 1980; Wilson, 1983); and (¢) assisting the mother in setting and
supporting limits placed on the child(ren).

Moveover, the ability to maintain and use familial and ” “iendship support
in accomplishing parental tasks is not held by all aingle black mothers
(Kellsm, Ensminger, & Turper, 1977; Kellam, Adams, Brown, & Ensminger, 1982;
Wilson, 1984). As with most sbilities and attitudes, wvariations dc exist. In
a longitudinal study, Kellas, Adams, Brown, and Ensminger (1982) found that
sothers who were adolescents at the birth of their first child were sore
likely to live as a single parent than mothers who were clder at the birth of
their first child. Kellan and his associate (1982) suggested that the
sothers' ability to use familial networks wvas rolu_tgd to an arrected social
development which coincided with the birth of their first child. These
findings suggest the possidility of clinical interventions which assist single
parents in developing and/or saintaining social support networks.

o
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Most of the um;n on single mother's social support network have relied
on paper and pencil msasures to assess involvement in networks. They have
fooused on the contridution of social support (Kellsm, Ensminger, & Turper,
1977; Kellam, Adams, Brown, & Ensminger, 1982), on the mature of the support
network (MoAdoo, 1980; Molanaban, Wedemeyer, & Adelberg, 1980), on the impact
on the level of astress experienced by the mother (MoAdoo, 1980; MalLanahan,
Vedemayer, & Adelderg, 1980), on the frequencios of contact (Hale, 1’902). and
on the density of the metwork (MolLanahan, Wedemeyer, & Adelberg, 1980).

In contrast to these paper and pencil studies, Patterson (1979), using
social interaction methodology, showed that single mothers responded to
negative affect and behaviors more often than they responded to positive.
Patter=on (1979) has idencified a number of megative ocontingencies which
sccount for how an aggressive child learns and maintains maladaptive
behaviors. Specifically, he charted the negative reinforcement contingsncies
within the families with deviant childrer and ocompared those contingencies to
families with norsmal children. Patterson's data suggested the possibility
that a wide rangs of coercive child behavior was under the contr:; of a
jeemingly innocuous aversive event such as a "disapproval®™, a "tesse", or a
Hhin-’f. In fact, it appeared that these mothers ignored pozitive affeot and
behavior thus providing a nsgative contingency within their family
interactional dynamics (Patterson, 1979).

Wh’'e the effect of sibdlings on family interaction patterns have not been
studied per se, sevaral studies have considered the impact of sidlings on
child development (Dunn, 1983; Lytton, 1983; §np111¢r, 1980). It appears
that ahildren’s impact o8 each other is greatly influenced by their nmber in
the family household. Dunn (1980) found that younger children are attached to
and model the behavior of older children. Seeguiller (1980) found a main
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effect of ohud. and sex of sibling on sidling interaction. While it is clear
that =mibdlings effect each other, the impact of aiblings on adult-child
interactions needs investigation.

This study represents a case study analysis of the impact of fanily
struocture and grandmother's residence on adult-child and child-child
interaction patterns. Specifically, eight families representing four types of
black families according to a factoral design based on family structure and
grandsother's domicile were anmalyzed as cass studies., Aasusing that the
interactions within a family are funotionally related to each other, this
study considered the effect that the mumber of adul s and children present in
the fanily bad on the adult-child interactions and on the order of
conversation. Generally, it was expected that dominance in the family
interaction would be a funotion of the numbers of adults and children in the
household. In sultiple adults and ohildren housshold, adults will interact
with each other more often than with children, while children will interest
with adults more often than with esach other. Since the impact of other types
of housshold composition on family interaction is not clear, no other a priori
interaction patterns wers postulated. The null hypothesis is that family
interaotions rit s homogensous pattern in which adults and ohildren bave equal
opportunity to 1mm. TLe term "™multiple adults®™ is used to describde
fanily units that conzisted of either dual parents with or without the
grandsother present orf a zingle parent with the grandmother present.

Mathod

Dacticinanta, The eight ucck.r.-uiu used in this pressentation were
chosen from a current ssple of 56 black families who have completed their
participation in the study. VWhen the study is completed, 60 black families
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vill Inv.a partioipated with 15 families in cach oell of the 2 x 2 factorial
design.

The families were reocruited in a rural southern university comsunity of
90,000 people to fit into & 2 x 2 factorial design of family structure (single
vs. dual parent) by grendmother's domioile (residing with the family vs.
residing at least 10 miles avay). In asddition, all participating families had
at least one child detwesn the ages of 8 and 12 years cld. Thess age
restriotions wers employed to ensure that the target child was old enough to
read and coasplete paper and pencil measures, dbut not yet experiencing the
developmental changes associated with adolescence.

Because this presentation is a case study of only edght of the
prospeative 60 black families to be mampled, the demographic data listed here
provide a general description of only these eight families. Ko conclusions or
inferences adout the dsmographic characteristics of the rest of the sample can
be dravn from these data.

The mean age of the mothers of these eight black familes was 34 years,
ranging froe 28 to 43 years old. The education level of the mothers varied
from some high school for two mothers to ocllege gradustion for three motheras,
All of the families were relatively amall, from one family with three
children, to five families with only one child. The inoomes ranged from less
than $8,500 for one aingle parent family to more than $34,500 for one dual
parent family. Overall, the participants were sodsrately sducated,
lover-piddle class, young black fasilies with one to two children.

Zrogedures, 7The r-nio_a.wm recruitec to the study through an informal
referral network consisting of looal black community leaders and participants
in a previous study by Wileon (1983). The first author made the initial
telephone contaoct with the families. The initial interview was oonducted in
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ibc femilies' homes in the evening by the ssocond author (a white male) and &
black, updergraduate female. The initial interview lasted approxizately an
bour and one-balf and consisted of a varioty of behavioral, self-report, and
demographic seasures admninistered separatsly to the adults by the second
author and .t.o the children by an undergraduate research assistant.

Four videcotaping sesaions of the fanily's evening meals were oconpleted by
either two black undergraduate research assistants or the seoond author and a
black undergraduate research assistant. The families were requested to adhere
to ocertain rules during the filming of the evening meals in order to
facilitate fampily interaction and minimize interruptions. The rules vere:

(1) Everyone in the household must be present at every filming. (2) The
family was limited to one room while filming., (3) No television or radio may
be operating during filming. (8) No guests at the meal. (5) Briefly answer
inconing telephone calls and no outgoing telephons calls. (6) No talking to
the research asaistants onoce the filming bdegins.

Each filming session was arranged st the family's coovenience, to
coincide with their normal evening mealtime. The film session lasted as long
as it took the fanily to eat their meal, generally 25 to 35 minutes. The
families were paid $125 for their completion of the initial interview session
and all four filming sesaions.

Data Coding, For aix of the farilies, the unit of analysis was a 15
sescond interval, which is referred to as a frame. The other two families were
coded using a six second interval as a frame. The data were coded in each
tine frame by sooring t.m person vho spoke first, the person who spoks seocond,
and 30 on. For each family, at least 160 frames were coded to establish the
interactiomal patterns and functional relationships detween the adults’
conversation and the duld(nn)'i conversation. The reliability of the ocoding
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was established by using interjudge reliability of greater than ,80.
Disagreezents about behavioral categories were resolved by consensus among the
coders.

Jaaults
The results vere computed for sach family using a contingency tadble

amlysis which is described by Castellan (1979). In general, owr test
statistic 4is given as:

2
2 (f‘-.’ - -'pij)
x° =1

1]
8P, 3

where f“ is the oell frequency of the joint occurrence of the gt

person who talked first and the J"h person who talked second; n_p“ is
the total frequency of conversation switches. The degrees of freedon are 1l
(J-1).

Before int.ing the other !ypothesss, the assumption of dependency of
fanily interactions was teated for sach family. The bull hypothesis which
involved a test of independence was rejected at zignificance levels at leaat p
< .0001. The chi qw; values ranged from 33.3 to 114.9,

Next, the relative frequercy of each sember’'s interaction was considered.
Figure 1 addressss the adjusted frequency of each fanily member's interaction.
Two patterns are observed in this figure. First, sdults talked acre
frequently than children. Second, ranking the frequency from the most to the
least, the following order of f{requency occurs: (a) mothers, (b)
grandnothers, (o) fatbers, and (d) children.

Finally, contingency tables were computed which compered the likelibood
of adult-adult, adult-child, and child-child interaction patterns, Table 1
presents the outoome of thoss computations. Several different patterns

10
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emerged among the eight families. In the single adult-multiple children
femily unit, the mother initiated interaction and responded to interaction
more often than anmy of the children. Also, the children interacted more with
their mother than mmong themselves. In contrast to this situation, two
different asymmetric conversation patterns ccourred in the multiple adult-only
child family units. Por families 5 and 7, the child spoke first and ssoond
more often than either parent; while in families X and 8, adults conversed
more with sach other than with the child. The patterns of interaction in
family 1 were equal. In the two multiple adults-multiple children fasily
units, family 2 conversed 1§ the expected pattern of sdults interacting more
with each other than with children and children interacting with adults more
than with sach other. Family 3 conversed in & completely acmogensous pattern.

Overall, three interactiomal patterns were observed (a) a homogeneous
interaction style in which all family mesbers interacted at an equal rate
(families 1, 3, and 5); (D) a dyadic asymmetric 1ntmouon‘puturn in whioh
tvo family members interacted first and second mors frequently than others
(families 2, 4, and 8); and (o) a fooal asymmeiric interaction pattern in
vhich a fanily sember interacted first and seocond more frequently than others

,

(families 6 and 7).

Insert Table 1 adout here

Diacuasion
At first glsnoe, the outoome of the ocontingency table analyses represents
ap array of conversation patterns. However, close scrutiny reveals ssveral
patterns which are oconsistent with the literature on the socislization of
children. Of the several asymmetric interaction patterns observed, the ons
involving the mingle acdult-multiple children is the most interesting. In this

11
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fanily, the mother led the conversation and was the focus of conversation much
sore frequently than any of her children. Over a long times periocd, s single
adult with several Slementary school children could become highly stressed by
this constant demand for attention. Other ressarchers (Hetherington, Cox, &
Cox, 1978; MolLanshan, Vedemeyer, & Adelderg, 1981) bave also discussed the
potential impact of this stressful family situstion on children's social
adjustment. They have suggested that the single mother is overwhelmed by the
children’s oconstant demand for atteantion and thus can oanly respond to
children’'s inappropriate behaviors. In addition, the children are more likely
to assune adult tasks and responsidilities becauss not encugh sdults are
present to take care of all the familial desmands (Lee, 1977).

The other focal asymmetric interaction pattern involved a sultiple
adult-only abild family (family 7). Although the child was the most freguent
family conversationalist, this situation is more similar to the homogensous
interaction patterns (families 9, 3, and 5). A child was equally as likely as
an adult to speak first or second. The child(ren) had adequates opportunity
fnr adult attention. Rather than socialize children through the asswumn®ion of
adult roles these interaction styles reflect a socialization process of
shaping.

In the dyacic asymmetric isnteraction aituation, adults interacted
primarily with ench other. Although there were more adults present,
adult-child interactions occcurred less frequently than adult-adult
ipteractions. Childrep interacted equally with siblings and adults but their
total smount of *sation time was leas than that of the adults.

| This study .. .psistent with others that have oonsidered the role of
extendsd family pembers in ohildrearing. Martin and Martin (1978) discussed
the additiomal resources which the extended family offered the dependent

12
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femily unit. PFamily unfts which were in a orisis situation ocould rely on the
exteonded family for childrearing assistance and other material support. The
availability of an additional adult appeared to de the most important aid
provided. Hale (1982) indicated that the mother's mother took a such
different role in black families than in wvhite families. The black
grandmother vas more likely than her white counterparts to live in close
proximity to her daughter's family of procreatiocn, to care for her
grandchildren, and to jrovide financial aid to ber daughter.

This study provides further support for clinical interventions which are
directed at developing the social support metworks of single mothers. A
orucial factor for single mothers with multiple children is developing and
naintaining supportive relationships with other adults. Another factor that
nay help mitigate the prodlem of parental aloneness is the present of an older
child who oould act as a parent and a supportive adult.

Some limitations of this study should be occnsidered. First, a case study
approach vas smployed bdecause it parmitted a preliminary examination of some
of the factora thought to be relsvant to the sooial interaction patterns of
these families. Although it was important to consider these dats in order to
generate addiu;ml hypotheses regarding the mature of social interactions
within black families, it would be inappropriate to generalize the findings
beyond these examples.

Second, tbe operationalization of dominance in terms of frequency of
speaking was done as 2 first step towards understanding the many facets
relevant to dominance in social interactions. In order to conmder dominance
sore fully, we will bhave to examine the content and the dirsctiomlity of the
conversastions and ths impact of statements on the receivers. Those issuss
vers not considered at this prelimininary stage. This study did provide some
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interesting patterns which were consistent with the findings of the other
studies and it furnished a foundation from which to do more complex anmalyses.

14
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Figure 1
Mean Adjusted Frequency of
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